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Facilitator & Presenters

• Bradford Fitch,
President & CEO,
Congressional Management 
Foundation

• Lisa Sherman, Chief of Staff, and 
Jessica Reed, District Director, for
Rep. Susan Davis (D-CA), 
Winner of the Democracy Award for 
“Life in Congress” Workplace 
Environment



Agenda
• The Benefits of an Improved Hiring Process
• General Tips and Recommendations
• The 10-Step Team Davis Hiring Process
• Q&A
• Conclusion (Evaluation & Additional Resources)



The Team Davis Hiring Process



Why Good Hiring Matters

• Increase office effectiveness
• Decrease office mistakes, drama, turnover and 

supervision
• More work/flex environment opportunities 

with solid staff



General Recommendations
• Keep an open mind: Do not get attached to 

anyone too early or dismiss anyone too soon.
• Look at each candidate from many angles.
• Make sure expectations and reality match for 

both the new hire and the office.
• Hire for the exact job you are trying to fill.
• Pay attention to potential red flags.
• Only hire people you feel GREAT about.
• Treat applicants with respect.



Why Our Hiring Process Works

• We hire great people who fit, move up and 
stay.

• We review many applications efficiently.
• We avoid bad fits by identifying red flags.
• We find superstars who might be overlooked.
• We involve our entire staff.
• We use the process as an outreach 

opportunity.



Our Process by the Numbers
(Typical SA/LC opening)

• 250+ Applications over 2 weeks
• 30-40 Chosen for Testing
• 3-5 Chosen for References and Interviews
• 1 person gets the job!



Step 1: Determine Needs

• What does our office value? 
• Given our current staffing, what can a new 

person bring in terms of balance? 
• What will the job responsibilities be?
• What skills are needed to do this job?

Chief of 
Staff/DD



In Every Job We Look For…
• Position-specific skills
• A positive & collaborative attitude
• People who want to help others
• Great writing skills
• Sound judgement
• Organizational skills
• Loyalty
• Creativity
• Proactive Outlook
• Desire to learn and grow
• Optimism
• Grit
• Balance with other staff strengths
• Value-Added skills or background



Step 2: Advertise the Position





Step 3: Sorting Resumes
from the Email Box

• Appoint a Hiring 
Assistant

• Log the resumes in a 
batch like constituent 
mail.

• Sort all incoming mail into 
3 folders.

• A: Connections to the 
districts 

• B: Recommended 
candidates by contacts

• C: Outside of District

Assistant - as applications 
come in



Step 4: Sifting Through The Resumes

• Print out all applications from Stack A and B
• Go through resumes and pick out ANY that 

may work.
• Include any you “have to” look at because of 

recommendations.
• Include any interested current or former 

interns.
• You should end up with a go to pile of no 

more than 40.
Chief of Staff/DD – once 

application deadline closes



Step 5: Creating a Testing Schedule 

• Hiring Assistant emails your go to pile and 
invites them in for testing.   

• Set up a testing schedule

Hiring Assistant



Example Testing Email
Dear Applicant,

Thank you for your interest in working in our Washington office! 

We received over one hundred applications and have now narrowed our initial pool to about 30 promising candidates 
including you. 

If you are still interested in this position, we ask that you schedule an appointment in either our Washington or San 
Diego office to take a writing test and fill out some applicant questionnaires. No preparation is necessary. The 
appointment should take about an hour and a half. After all selected applicants take the writing test, our staff will 
score them anonymously and we will select about five people for reference checks and interviews. 

To schedule your writing appointment, please call me at 202-225-2040 as soon as you can.

Thank you and I look forward to hearing from you!

Best,

Hiring Assistant Name
Office of Congresswoman Susan Davis (CA-53)
phone 202.225.2040 1214 Longworth House Office Building, Washington, DC 20515



Example Testing Schedule

• Conduct tests in DC 
and the District 
Office

• Plan use of space and 
staff availability 
(computers, desks, 
coverage of office, 
test proctors) 

Intern/Staff Assistant



Step 6: Testing

• Don’t depend on an initial in-person interview
• Written materials let you compare MANY 

people in an efficient manner
– Writing Test
– District Questionnaire
– General Written Interview
– Sometimes specialized Job Tests



Writing Test

• Applicants must score well to move on since all 
jobs involve tons of writing.

• Pick a constituent letter for them to respond to. 
Make it a sensitive topic.

• Give instructions and time limit to see how well 
they follow.

• Add a fact sheet to test judgment and make it less 
about issue knowledge or research.

• Let staff judge anonymously.

SA – Writing Test



Sample Score Sheet
STAFF

APPLICANT Zach Aaron Jessica Brandon Ian Francine Lisa Michael Cynthia Armita TOTAL Grade Interview?
1 2 -2 1 1 -2 1 -2 -2 -2 1 -4
2 -2 -2 3 -2 -2 1 1 1 -2 -2 -6
3 1 1 1 1 -2 3 1 1 1 -2 6
4 1 2 -2 1 -2 1 -2 1 3 3 6
5 4 1 3 -2 -2 4 2 4 1 4 19
6 3 1 1 1 3 3 3 4 4 1 24
7 -2 1 1 -2 1 -2 -2 1 3 4 3
8 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 2 1 -2 -2 -2 -10
9 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 16

10 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 -14
11 -2 -2 3 -2 -2 -2 2 -2 1 1 -5
12 3 4 1 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 -3
13 1 2 4 2 3 1 3 4 2 1 23
14 -2 1 3 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 -9
15 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -20
16 -2 2 -2 3 -2 -2 -2 2 1 3 1
17 -2 2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -16
18 2 1 1 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 -2 -2 -7
19 1 1 1 -2 -2 4 -2 3 1 1 6 dropped out
20 -2 1 4 -2 2 2 4 1 -2 2 10
21 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 1 1 -2 2 -10
22 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2 -20
23 -2 1 -2 -2 -2 1 -2 1 1 1 -5

Judges Average 
Score -0.26 0.30 0.57 -0.91 -1.00 0.09 -0.26 0.39 -0.17 0.61

Applicants 5 and 6 had weak San Diego Tests.
Applicant 4 and 18 had strong San Diego ties and excellent stories.

Staff Assistant



District Questionnaire



Written Interview





Step 7: References

• Reference check the Top 3-5 testers
• Reference conversation not reference check
• Disarm references
• Write down comments word for word
• Listen for Red Flags

Chief of 
Staff/DD



Best Questions to Ask References

• “Tell me about (name)…”
• “Tell me more about that…”
• What is the best way to manage (name)?
• Where can (name) grow?
• If you could design any job for (name), what 

would it be and why?
• On a scale of 1-10, considering everyone who 

ever held that position, how would you rank 
(name)?



Unspoken Rules in Reference Calls

• Accurate phone numbers from applicant
• References should be direct work supervisors
• Quick call backs
• General excitement about the person!!!!!
• Pauses (bad sign)
• What they don’t say/Read between the lines
• Consistency with other references & applicant’s 

own statements
• Fit with your list of what you need



Step 8: DD/CoS Interview the top 
Applicants

• Ask disarming questions to make everyone 
feel comfortable

• Ask about what they know
• Listen for positivity, motivation, fit and 

answers to any concerns you may have after 
reading their written material and speaking 
with references.

Chief of 
Staff/DD



Step 9: The Member Interview
• Narrow it to where any candidate you give the 

Member is ok with you.
• Give the Member a prep book with all the 

written materials.
• Agree on an interview strategy going in.
• See who the Member connects with and 

address and any concerns.
• Remember that people get nervous in 

interviews.
Member/CoS

/DD



Step 10: Closing the Deal
With Member
• Weigh the merits of each candidate with the 

Member.
• Look at the whole “decathlon” as you decide.
• Keep a #2 in mind



Step 10: Closing the Deal

To Candidate
• Congratulate but don’t negotiate.
• Let them know you’re picking them first out of 

hundreds of applicants.
• “Out of ___# of people we think you’re perfect fit!  The 

job pays___”
• Explain the job and the offer very clearly to the person.
• Explain why you’re offering the salary and the benefits 

you’re offering and why. Give them 48 hours to decide.
• After they accept, ask them to not announce yet.



Step 10: Closing the Deal

Immediately after Acceptance
• Announce the decision and why to staff first.
• Nicely let people who didn’t get it know right 

away.
• Let the new person share their news.
• Announce new hire to the district.
• Encourage staff to email and welcome the new 

person.



Bonus Tip: How To Treat Applicants With 
Kindness and Respect

• Remember what it’s like to be a job seeker.
• Thank them for applying initially.
• At each round, let them know what the 

process is and stick to your word.
• Right after you’ve hired someone, send all 

applicants thank you notes.
• Sometimes you can help finalists find other 

jobs or hire them later.



Bonus Tip: Biggest Lesson Learned

• Red flags become fires—pay attention



Bonus Tip: Involving the Whole Staff

• Invite staff to circulate the opening announcement and 
recommend people.

• Make staff writing test judges.
• Listen to staff feedback on test takers.
• Let staff know the news before anyone else outside.
• DC and DO coordinate throughout process—candidate 

recruitment, test scheduling, test judging, news 
sharing.

• Staff respect the new hire because they went through 
the process themselves.

• Warning: Do not let staff judge people too quickly



Bonus Tip: Across the Staff We Look For
• Balance of policy, political and outreach 

backgrounds
• Gender balance
• Diversity
• District community balance
• Issue expertise
• Language skills
• Tech skills
• Past career balance—veterans, teachers, lawyers 

etc.



Bonus Documents and Examples



Sample Writing Test Documents
Writing Test Instructions for Applicants

Background: It is through staff that much communication occurs between Members of Congress and 
their constituents.  Because Members of Congress receive hundreds of letters and e-mails a day, it is 
critical that staff be able to turn around responses quickly.  This test is designed to help identify 
potential staff by allowing us to see how well applicants write under pressure.  

Directions
Attached is a sample letter from a constituent to Congresswoman Davis.  Your job is to answer the 
letter as you would if you were answering the Congresswoman’s mail.  

You are encouraged to use facts from the attached fact sheet to back up your statements.  Remember 
this is just a writing test.  We are interested in your writing style not your prior knowledge of specific 
issues.  We will base our evaluation of your answer on your tone, organization, expression, sentence 
structure, spelling, punctuation and ability to select and synthesize important facts.  

You should spend no more than 40 minutes on this writing test. The clock starts ticking after you read 
these instructions.  You may use Microsoft Word’s “Spelling and Grammar” program.  You may use the 
attached fact sheet and your own prior knowledge but do not use any other sources of information.

Some Things to Keep in Mind
Your response should be in business letter format from Congresswoman Davis to the constituent.
Your tone should be friendly and official.
Your response should be no longer than one page.
Your response should be crisp and to the point. 
Your response should address the constituent’s concerns, let the constituent know Susan’s position and 
why she stands where she does, and what Congress is doing about the issue.
Look for ways to highlight beliefs or values Congresswoman Davis may share with the constituent.  Find 
ways to explain why Susan may disagree with the constituent.



SMITH LETTER 

January 15, 2018

Rep. Susan Davis
1214 Longworth HOB
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Susan:

I am writing you today because I believe we need to protect 
the sanctity of human life.  Specifically, I am referring to 
the issue of abortion or baby-killing.  There are a lot of 
people in government who think women should be able to 
terminate human life without penalty even in the last 
trimester.  I am not sure where you stand on this.  You seem 
like a nice lady and I think you could be a good 
Congresswoman but I want to know what you are going to do to 
stop people from killing babies just because they feel like 
it.  I am not a “one issue voter” but I am very concerned 
about your views on this issue.

I look forward to a personal response soon.  Thank you and 
God bless.

Sincerely,

Brenda Smith
6545 Balboa Ave.
La Mesa, CA 91942

SMITH LETTER WRITING TEST FACT SHEET

The Issue
• In 1973, the Supreme Court established in Roe v. Wade and Doe v. 

Bolton that the U.S. Constitution protects a woman’s decision to 
terminate her pregnancy.

• The NARAL Pro-Choice America views the Roe decision as an affirmative 
statement that personal reproductive health decisions should be made 
by the individual, not by the government.

• Studies from countries once controlled by communist regimes show 
that the abortion rate since the fall of communism has significantly 
declined with the rise of voluntary family planning and contraception.

Susan’s Record
• She supported the Affordable Care Act, which expanded access to 

contraception and family planning services, both of which have been 
shown to decrease abortions.   

• Susan has a 100% rating from NARAL Pro-Choice America and Planned 
Parenthood.

• Susan believes that women, in consultation with their doctor and in 
accordance with their faith, are the most qualified to make health care 
decisions, without the government getting in the way.  

• Susan met with members of the California Right to Life Coalition 
recently.

• Susan has previously offered an amendment to the Defense 
Authorization bill to repeal the ban on abortions in overseas military 
hospitals. Susan is a cosponsor of the Me Too Act, which would hold 
Members of Congress accountable for sexual harassment.

Recent Developments
• Several years ago, a video was released which appeared to show 

Planned Parenthood employees discussing the illegal sale of fetal 
organs. However, these videos were revealed to be heavily edited, and 
multiple investigations have revealed no wrongdoing on Planned 
Parenthood’s part.

• Five years ago, Republicans shut down the government over the ACA’s 
contraception coverage requirement. They’ve threatened to shut it 
down since then in an effort to defund Planned Parenthood.

Sample Test Documents (contd.)



Sample Applicant Response



Unacceptable
(-2)

Acceptable
(+1)

Top 6-1 Star
(+2)

Top 6-2 Stars
(+3)

Top 6 -3 Stars
(+4)

Top 6-4 Stars
(+5)

1
2
3

4

5

6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

Writing Test Documents for Staff



Zach Unacceptable
(-2)

Acceptable
(+1)

Top 6-1 Star
(+2)

Top 6-2 Stars
(+3)

Top 6 -3 Stars
(+4)

Top 6-4 Stars
(+5)

1 X
2 X
3 X

4 X

5 X
6 X
7 X
8 X
9 X

10 X
11 X
12 X
13 X
14 X
15 X
16 X
17 X
18 X
19 X
20 X
21 X
22 X
23 X

Writing Test Documents for Staff

All Staff who is interested



Scoring The Writing Test

• Writing Test should be scored anonymously 
(we assign numbers, only the hiring intern/SA 
knows)

• Staff are the judges.  It gets them involved & 
they enjoy it.

• You will see patterns across the scores.
• Not an exact science, just a tool.

All Staff who is interested



Writing Test Documents for Staff
SA/LC Writing Test Scoring Instructions for Judges

Where to Start:  
1. Read the test to make sure you know what was expected of the applicants.
2. Read through all of the samples.  Look for raw writing ability, sensitivity and judgment as you determine whether an applicant 
has potential.   Divide samples into “Acceptable” and “Unacceptable” piles.  

Unacceptable= “This person is NOT Team Davis caliber and I don’t see any potential.  Do not hire.  Veto.” 
Acceptable=”This person could be trained to be a Team Davis member”

3. For each “unacceptable,” check the “unacceptable” box on your score sheet under the sample # and then put it aside.
4. Go back through the “Acceptables” and determine your Top 6.
5. For each non-Top 6 “Acceptable,” check the “Acceptable” box next to the score box under that sample number then put them 
aside.
6. Read your Top 6 very closely and assign each a number of stars from no stars to three stars.  You may give the same number of
stars to multiple top 6s.  Mark the score on your score sheet under that sample number.

Top 6—1 Star =   ”One of the best of the bunch but I’m not wild about him/her.”
Top 6—2 Stars= “Very good, any mistakes are easily fixed, this person would be fine.”
Top 6—3 Stars=   “This person rocks, could walk into the job tomorrow and work with little training.”
Top 6—4 Stars= “This person might be one of our best SA/LCs ever!”

7.  Turn your completed score sheet in to William or Jessica by COB Thursday.  



Examples of Great Reference Reports



Job Specific Tests for Senior 
Positions







District Scheduling Test


Scheduling Test



Below is a list of events and meetings that the Congresswoman needs to attend.  They all take place on the same day.  Your task is to map out her schedule for the day.  On the attached sheet, please write out the times and the order in which you would schedule everything.  Scratch paper is also attached in case you need to sketch it out first.  Note:  For the evening events, it is not uncommon for the Congresswoman to stop by multiple events in one evening.  You will need to determine how she can stop by all three and make the most of her time.

· Gala at the Natural History Museum in Balboa Park

5:30pm – 6:30pm VIP reception

6:00pm – 7:00pm General reception

7:00pm – 8:30pm Program and dinner



· Tour Family Health Centers clinic in El Cajon

Any time



· Tour of San Diego State University Veterans Center

Any time



· Gala at the Ruben H. Fleet Science Center in Balboa Park

7:00pm – 8:00pm Reception

8:00pm – 9:30pm Program and dinner



· Meeting with the American Diabetes Association at our office

20 minute meeting, any time



· Women’s Hall of Fame Awards at UCSD 

7:00pm – 8:00pm Reception

8:00pm – 9:30pm Program and dinner

Note:  If Susan is there at 8:00pm, they will allow her to make remarks during the program.



· Coastkeeper Beach Clean-up in Imperial Beach

9:00am – 11:00am 

Dress in comfortable clothes that can get dirty



· Meeting with the director of the downtown San Diego Library at our office

20 minute meeting, any time







		Time

		Event, meeting, etc.



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		



		

		









Documents in Member InterviewBook
• Resume
• Cover Letter
• Writing Sample
• Written Interview
• District Interview
• Writing Test
• Reference Responses
• Other research or articles found on candidate

Chief of Staff



Example of a Rejection Letters
(Send as batches in Constituent Mail Program)

Rejection Letters to Interviewees
Thank you for applying for the Staff Assistant/Legislative 
Correspondent position in my office. I appreciate your interest and 
am honored that you would consider employment in my office.

I must let you know, however, that we have filled the position. I 
reviewed nearly three hundred applications before making a 
decision.

I appreciate you taking the time to take our writing tests and to 
come in and interview with my staff. We had the most impressive 
set of applicants we have ever had, and we had to turn away many 
highly talented people.

Because of your notable credentials, my office will keep your 
materials on file in case another position becomes available in the 
near future.

Again, thank you for your interest. I wish you the best of luck in 
your job search!

With warm regards,

Susan A. Davis

Rejection Letter to everyone else
Thank you for applying for the Staff Assistant/Legislative 
Correspondent position in my office. I appreciate your interest and 
am honored that you would consider employment in my office.

I must let you know, however, that we have filled the position. I 
reviewed nearly three hundred applications before making a 
decision.

We had the most impressive set of applicants we have ever had, 
and we had to turn away many highly talented people.

Because of your notable credentials, my office will keep your 
materials on file in case another position becomes available in the 
near future.

Again, thank you for your interest. I wish you the best of luck in 
your job search!

With warm regards,

Susan A. Davis

Staff Assistant



Example of Staff Announcement
I would like to thank everyone who assisted with the new hiring 
process. We received over three hundred applications for the one 
open position The recommendations from you all were very helpful 
and it was extremely difficult to decide between all the capable, 
talented San Diegans who applied.

I am proud to announce that our new Washington Staff 
Assistant/Legislative Correspondent will be Denise Fernandez. Denise 
graduated from The Academy Our Lady of Peace and San Diego State 
University. After graduation, she worked at The Art Shed managing its 
operations. Denise has a passion for issues relating to class equality 
and immigration. We are excited to welcome her as the newest 
member of “Team Davis” and I hope that you will say hello to her next 
time you call the Washington Office!

CoS/DD



Good Luck! 
Contact Us Anytime

Lisa Sherman
Chief of Staff

Rep. Susan A. Davis (CA-53)
lisa.sherman@mail.house.gov

202-225-2040

Jessica Reed
District Director

Rep. Susan A. Davis
Jessica.reed@mail.house.gov

619-280-5353



Q&A



Conclusion
Evaluation and Additional Resources



“Life in Congress” Reports

• Life in Congress: Aligning Work and 
Life in the U.S. House and Senate

• Life in Congress: The Member 
Perspective 

• Life in Congress: Job Satisfaction and 
Engagement of House and Senate 
Staff 

• Workflex Toolkit for Congress
• Congressional Benefits & Personnel 

Practices



Past Webinars
• Getting Better Performance from Staff through a 

Performance Management/Review System
• Creating a Positive Office Culture
• Workplace Flexibility (Workflex) in Congress

All recordings are accessible on our website at: 
CongressFoundation.org/LIC-training



Upcoming Programs in 2019
• 4 more “Life in Congress” webinars on workplace 

topics
• New Member training programs specifically for 

freshman staff
• Senior management training in conjunction with 

the House Chiefs of Staff Association

Dates & Topics TBA in the New Year! 
Watch your inbox, visit CongressFoundation.org, 

or follow us on social media (@CongressFdn) 
for the latest updates!



Complimentary Management 
Guidebooks

• Setting Course: A 
Congressional 
Management Guide

• Keeping It Local: A 
Guide for Congressional 
District/State Offices



District/State Resources

• Visit CongressFoundation.org/district-state-
resources for downloadable and adaptable:
 Constituent Service and Casework Manuals
 Event Checklist
 Scheduling Forms
 Sample Job Descriptions
 Customer Satisfaction Surveys



Improve Your Hiring with Team Davis
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